
    Remembrance Sunday 2020 
     
Micah 4: 1 – 5 & Epistle of James 3: 13-18  

Some years ago I went with Rowan Williams, then Archbishop of Canterbury, to 

Tokyo to celebrate the 150th anniversary of the Anglican Church of Japan.   They had 

borrowed the Roman Catholic Cathedral for a packed service.   The next morning we 

were standing in the hotel lobby, waiting for taxis to the station.  I was going to Kobe, 

to preach at the centenary of the diocese there.   The Archbishop was going to 

Nagasaki.   On the walls of the lobby there were large photographs from 1945, a city 

burnt to the ground, total desolation, not one building standing.  I said to Rowan, 

“Nagasaki will look very different today”.   He said, “That’s not Nagasaki, that’s here, 

Tokyo”. 

Pictures of Tokyo and Hiroshima, of Coventry and Dresden, of this very Inn after the 

bombing here, remind us of what War does, and what it’s still doing in so many 

places around the world today.  Most of us have escaped that.  Today is a day to 

remember what sacrifices others have paid that we might live in such relative ease 

and security.   It puts Lockdown into perspective. 

COVID has robbed us of many things, including over the summer little chance to 

remember a number of events which happened seventy-five years ago. There was 

the 75th anniversary of the dropping of those first Atomic Bombs on Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki, thought by some to be a necessary way to end the war in the Pacific, seen 

by others as a war crime. 

There was the 75th anniversary of the end of that war in the Far East, VJ day, and the 

gradual return of Allied personnel and prisoners, with terrible stories of the privation 

they had experienced and the atrocities they had witnessed, adding to what had 

been revealed earlier in the year when the Nazi death camps in Europe were opened.   

There was the 75th anniversary of the creation of the United Nations, another 

attempt, following the failure of the League of Nations to prevent a second World 

War, to build a global consensus, a trans-national structure seeking justice and peace 



for all, part of a commitment to a rules-based system and the upholding of 

international law. 

And this month there is the 75th anniversary of the beginning of the Nuremberg 

Trials, where Nazi leaders were accused of war crimes, crimes against humanity and 

genocide.   Over the next month or so the Inn has a number of online events 

analysing those trials and the part which some members of Gray’s played in them.   

It is important to remember such events, to remember the victims of war, the 

combatants and the civilians, and to remember what happened in 1945.   And we 

need to remember Nuremberg, not just as a piece of history, but especially now, at a 

time when international law and multi-lateralism are so much under threat. 

Christians often talk about Law and Grace, and sometimes separate them as 

alternatives.   But it isn’t helpful to put them in opposite corners.   And it’s certainly 

not right to suggest that the Old Testament is all about Law and the New Testament 

is only about Grace.   So let’s try to tease them out a little. 

The Christian Gospel certainly majors on Grace.   By which I mean that in the end we 

don’t get right with God by somehow managing to do all the good things which the 

Law requires.   Even if we could prove ourselves blameless – which we can’t! – the 

good news is that we don’t have to.   The Christian Gospel says that God doesn’t 

welcome us because of what we’ve achieved by ourselves but because, very simply, 

he loves us as we are.   We are simply invited to come in, there’s no checklist as the 

door, no points to prove, no exams to pass.   That, fundamentally, is what we mean 

by Grace. 

But that doesn’t mean that there is no place for Law.   When God gave his first (and 

continuing) People, the Jews, what we call The Law it was an act of Grace.  He said, if 

you follow these rules, if you live like this, if your build your own community in this 

way, and if you also have a care for the stranger and migrant, you will be responding 

in the right way to all that I have given you, and you will find peace. 

So too today we need to enact and exercise Law in a way which leads to the kind of 

world which the God of grace requires and yearns for.   Law doesn’t always do that.  

In the past UK law has transported desperately poor people to Australia and sent gay 

people to prison.   The defendants at Nuremberg could claim that they “were only 

obeying the law”, the laws of the Third Reich.    



But what Nuremberg did was to say that there is a higher authority, a more 

compelling moral order.  Lawyers at the Trials and since have argued about the 

legitimacy of that.  My point this morning is that Christians locate that in the need to 

go beyond Legalism to the demands of Grace. 

I make these points this morning for two reasons.   The first is the need to recognize 

that most of those whose suffering and death we remember on this Day did not do 

what they did because they were compelled by the law.  Whether they were 

conscripts or volunteers they gave their lives because they believed that this was the 

only way in which evil could be overcome.   Self-sacrifice is perhaps the greatest 

expression of what I have called Grace, self-giving, utter commitment.   And we 

should never forget the price that they have paid. 

But second, the commitment to international law which came out of the last War is 

now under threat, from the Nuremberg Principles – codifying the legal basis of the 

Trials - to the United Nations, the International Criminal Court, and much more.    It is 

threatened by populism and nationalism.  The departing American President turned 

his back on international Agreements like the Paris Accord on Climate Change.  In our 

own country the five Anglican Archbishops last month condemned the Internal 

Market Bill for allowing the Government to break international law.   And the Israeli 

military occupation of Palestine continues, in direct contravention of the Geneva 

Conventions.  No wonder that in his encyclical last month Pope Francis lamented 

what is being lost and called for “the rebirth of fraternity between all men and 

women”.   

Since 1945 nuclear weapons have mushroomed as fast as the cloud over Hiroshima 

and Nagasaki.  Add to that what we now know to be the climatic threat to our fragile 

planet.   In response, global action through international Agreements and 

International Law are a sign of Grace.   And when we turn away from that we throw 

away not only the achievements of 75 years of liberal democracy, and some hope 

that we can deal with conflict without going to war.   We also throw away the 

sacrifice of those who suffered when the old world order failed, and who gave their 

lives in the belief that something better was possible. 

 

 


